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This note records a poorly known geological
collector, Henry Ball, surgeon of Watchet in
Somerset, his collection of local Liassic fossils, and
its opportunist purchaser, Somerset lawyer Robert
H.W. Bartlett. Genealogical information, unless
stated, is taken from the usual sources accessed on
www.ancestry.co.uk, www.familysearch.org and
FreeBMD, with the kind help of Ball's modern-day
relatives Pat Hewson and Roz Searle (both pers.
comm. 2016).
In June 1840 the Dorset County Chronicle ran a
piece about recent geological discoveries at Watchet,
evidently seeking to talk up its potential as a resort,
especially for those interested in geology (Anon.
1840b; the Sherborne Mercury had just run a similar
piece, misspelling Ball's name, Anon. 1840a). The
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piece continued: 
The discoveries of Mr Ball, and his free and
candid explanations of them, every one who visits
him must greatly appreciate - his large and perfect
plesiosaurus, and his collection of fossils, are well
worthy the inspection and deep attention of every
inquiring mind. The 'organic remains of a former
world' which he has collected, most amply
display his acuteness in discovering, and his
perseverance in bringing to light the monsters of
a world departed, and no one will see his
collection without being reminded that in the
world destroyed there was the same Almighty
design in the creation as there is visible to every
eye in the beautiful world which we now inhabit. 
The piece ended in praise of the new landowner's
encouragement of the development of Watchet as a
resort. Evidently someone from Watchet, perhaps
Ball himself, had placed it in the hope of encouraging
custom from tourists. 
But development perhaps did not come quickly
enough. A year later, in June 1841, in an obvious
piece of 19th century advertorial (Anon. 1841a), Ball
is reported as having:
announced for sale his unrivalled collection of
fossils from the lias and other formations in his
neighbourhood [of Watchet]. An inspection of this
collection, got together by Mr. Ball with
unparalleled devotion and extraordinary
perseverance and labour during eight years, will
amply repay a visit from a long distance it being
rich in rare specimens of plesiosauri, fossil fish,
&c., some of which are in unique perfection. It
will be a source of great regret if such a
foundation for a county museum should be
permitted to leave the county of Somerset. 
The sale was to be by private contract, as the actual
advertisement specified (Anon. 1841b). But he
evidently had no satisfactory offer, for in November
he publicised his intention to put the collection on
display in Taunton, presumably to drum up interest
(Anon. 1841c, 1841d). This was seemingly to no
avail, if it happened at all. The next report is an
advertisement for the forthcoming auction, at
Watchet on 22 December 1841 'under an Execution
by the Sheriff', of Ball's 'valuable and extensive
collection of fossils and geological remains' (Anon.
1841e). This is not listed in the standard reference
(Chalmers-Hunt 1976). Evidently, a creditor of Ball's
had sued in law court for his collection to be seized
and sold to pay off the debt.  
This Henry Ball had been born in St Decuman's (the
parish which includes Watchet and Williton) to John
and Joan Ball, and baptised on 21 April 1783. John
Ball died in 1802, evidently a man of some wealth as
his will was deposited in the Prerogative Court of
Canterbury (The National Archives, PROB
11/1379/334). This will described him as 'surgeon' of
Williton and showed that Henry was his only
surviving son, with four sisters. John must thus be
the 'surgeon in Williton' of that name noted for
experimenting with the commercial growing of
rhubarb and opium in England for medical purposes
(Anon. 1790, p. 72, 1796; Berridge and Edwards
1981). 
Henry attended Blundell's School at Tiverton as son
of 'John Ball, gent[leman]' from 1796, when he was
aged 13, to 1800 (Fisher 1904, p. 41). This birth date
of about 1783 roughly matches the rounded age of
the Somerset-born man of this name recorded at
Watchet as 'surgeon' in the 1841 census, married to
one Harriet (or Harriett), maiden name unknown.
They seem soon to have moved to London, for she is
likely to be the woman of that name who died aged
55 in the parish of St George the Martyr, Holborn,
and was buried on 27 August 1842. 1783 also
precisely matches the 68 year old Williton-born
retired surgeon of this name in a lodging house in
Gravesend, Kent, in the 1851 census, now married to
Emily Land (c. 1804-1879), a surgeon's daughter
from Maidstone, Kent. She had married Henry on 9
December 1844 in St George the Martyr; he was then
described as a surgeon of that parish. Henry himself
almost certainly died in the Gravesend registration
district in the second quarter of 1856. Emily duly
turns up as a widow in the 1861 census, staying with
her brother Edward T. Land (1815-1876), pianist,
composer, and 'professor' of music (Hadden and
Golby 2004), and their also musical sister Charlotte
(d. 1872), in Cambridge Place, St Pancras, London.
Emily died wealthy, worth about £12,000. We have
found no probate records for Henry. This  lack of a
will may simply indicate a sudden and unexpected
death, with Emily still receiving funds. But further
research would be needed to decide between this and
the alternative that Henry died in poverty, as the
Gravesend lodgings suggest, with Emily's money
coming from her brother who had predeceased her
with an estate of around £14,000. 
Ball perhaps hoped that a fine geological collection
would add lustre to his medical reputation, and
attract potential trade to his medical practice, though
this did not work when tried by another and much
more famous fossil-collecting surgeon, Gideon
Mantell (1790-1852) (Torrens and Cooper 1986, p.
257). And, strictly speaking, we have not confirmed
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that Ball was a practising surgeon at Watchet. It is
also possible that, even before his involuntary
involvement in 1841, Ball was active in the fossil
trade, selling to visitors or dealers perhaps as a
sideline, as James Marder (1824-1888), fossil-
collecting chemist of Lyme Regis, might have done
(Cleevely, p. 196). There is too little information to
decide, especially as he might have been careful to
avoid any overt advertisement of dealing activities in
order to maintain a social position as a professional;
he would have lost status if regarded as someone
engaged in trade. Cleevely (p. 47) notes under 'Ball,
Henry' only 'Lower Lias fossils', and Moore et al.
(1991, p.67) a 'spongeous flint from the Chalk'
donated in 1845, all presented to the Geological
Society and presumably now in the British
Geological Survey. However, Henry Ball is such a
common name that we are reluctant to link these with
our Watchet man. Yet there is plenty of Lias around
Watchet, and Chalk in adjacent counties. The
reference to eight years' collecting (non. 1841a)
could suggest that he had lived elsewhere till about
1832 (or had been in Watchet all the time, and simply
took up geology then). 
These reports of Ball's 'large and perfect
plesiosaurus' (Anon. 1840a) are particularly
interesting in view of the great rarity of reasonably
complete plesiosaurs from the Lower Lias of the
Somerset coast. Indeed, they immediately raise the
question of what happened to Ball's  animal. One
obvious possibility is that it is the plesiosaur from
near Watchet owned by the Rev. David Williams
(1792-1850) of Bleadon, near Weston-super-Mare, as
part of a small but significant collection of Somerset
Lias reptiles, and now in the Museum of Somerset as
the holotype of Eoplesiosaurus antiquior Benson,
Evans and Druckenmiller, 2012 (TTNCM 8348;
Taylor 2016; Taylor and Evans 2016). It is not a
'large' species as plesiosaurs go, even by the
standards of 1840. Plesiosaurus dolichodeirus
Conybeare, 1824 is markedly larger. But that is a
Dorset form, and 'large' could simply be 1840s
marketing hype - or one way of expressing how
impressive a near-complete specimen was. 
It is also worth bearing in mind that such forced
sheriff's sales were apt to be organised with minimal
consideration for getting a good price, just so long as
enough was raised to pay the debt and the costs. The
Watchet sale certainly did not bode well for Ball. The
notice in the Sherborne Mercury is the only one we
have so far found in searches of available online
sources (Anon. 1841e); it was dated on 17 December
1841, but actually appeared on 20 December, two
days before the sale on the 22nd, which was only
three days before Christmas. And the sale was in
Watchet, then a village on the Somerset coast. This
was fairly remote (by land, though not sea); the Great
Western Railway had got only as far as Bridgwater,
never mind Taunton. Those were atrocious
conditions for the sale of ordinary household goods,
and still more so a highly specialist collection like
Ball's. Prices at such sales were sometimes so low
that the owner or his relatives could buy back his
property. There was no guarantee that Williams
would see the advertisement. But if he did react in
time, he had a considerable advantage over most
potential buyers. He was well off, with a good living
at Bleadon near Weston-super-Mare not too far away,
and would have been familiar with the Watchet area,
and probably Ball's collection, from his own
geologising. So he was well placed to benefit from
being a purchaser in a potentially very thinly
attended sale. 
In the event, it seems that Williams missed out.
George Brettingham Sowerby the first (1788-1854),
conchologist, author and artist, and dealer in natural
history specimens, received a letter from one Robert
Henry Bartlett at Wiveliscombe, near the
Somerset/Devon border: 
Withycombe House, Wiveliscombe 
29 December 1841 
Sir 
A short time since I became the [possessor
crossed out] purchaser of a very extensive
collection of Fossils and Geological remains the
property of Mr Henry Ball of Watchet who has
expended a very large sum of money in making
the Collection & intirely ruined himself by doing
so. It is my intention to dispose of them again and
Dr [John Gifford] Croker [MD Erlangen] of
Bovey Tracey Devon has informed me that you
are likely to become a purchaser. They were
valued by the late proprietor in £1,300 but from
the peculiar circumstances under which I became
possessed of them I can dispose of them a great
bargain. They require some arrangement and
classification which as I am no judge of the
science it is of course impossible for me. If you
should consider them worth your attention. I shall
be happy to treat with you. The collection is at
present at Watchet a Sea port Town and only a
short distance from the terminus of the Great
Western Railroad at Bridgewater. I shall be
obliged by your early reply as there are several
people who wish to become purchasers.
I am Sir
Yours very obedtly
274
Robert Henry Bartlett 
(© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales,
published with permission; letter NMW 1838 kindly
located by Cindy Howells; Matheson 1964, p. 224,
partly published this letter, giving Ball as 'Bale'). 
But it remains to be seen how much of this was brass-
necked marketing-speak, how much was sheer
ignorance from someone professedly 'no judge of the
science', and how much an over-optimistic memory
of the 1820-1830 period when plesiosaurs were
reportedly selling for two hundred pounds a skeleton
(and one actually did). The sum of £1300 seems
incredible as a value for the early 1840s, when even
Mary Anning (1799-1847) of Lyme Regis could only
obtain £10 or £20 for perfectly acceptable
ichthyosaurs (Taylor and Torrens 1987, pp. 143-146). 
The letter-writer must be Robert Henry William
Bartlett (c.1814-1887), sometimes recorded as
Robert Henry Bartlett or just  Robert Bartlett. He was
the son of Robert Bartlett (1787-1875) and Mary
Stone (?c. 1791-?1880). This elder Robert was born
at Branscombe in east Devon, and was 'of Axminster'
when he married Mary at Chipstable in Somerset, the
next village to Wiveliscombe, in 1814. He later
appears as a chemist in Shepton Mallet in the 1841
census, and as a farmer in Withycombe House in
Chipstable in the 1851 census; it was here that he,
and seemingly, his wife died. Censuses indicate that
their son the lawyer-to-be was born around 1814,
variously outside Somerset (1841 census), at
Axminster (1861 census, Wolverhampton, and 1871
census, Litherland), and Withycombe (1881 census,
Ormskirk). He was evidently born in Axminster as
his father's residence in 1814 also suggests and spent
some of his childhood in 'Withycombe' - but we
cannot be sure whether it was the village of that
name near Watchet that was being remembered in
1881, or, more probably, a slip for 'Withycombe
House' in Chipstable. He was articled to a Shepton
Mallet lawyer from 1834 to 1839, when he qualified,
being admitted as an attorney of the Court of Queen's
Bench. He appears as a solicitor aged about 24 in the
1841 census at the same address as in the Sowerby
letter of that year (but wrongly transcribed as 'Robt'
in computer databases). He had cousins born in
Bovey Tracey (they were staying with his parents in
the 1851 census). In 1844 not far away, and now 'of
Wellington', he married Emily E. C. Warrington (c.
1812-1871) of Hayes, Middlesex, at Tormoham (now
Torquay; Anon. 1844).
It is apparent that Bartlett had strong family
connexions with the Chipstable-Wiveliscombe area,
only some 12 miles from Watchet. (It is possible that
the name of Withycombe House indicates links with
Withycombe village, which is still closer to Watchet,
but this is not at all certain, as the house, also known
as Withycombe Farm, had been in the Stone family
under those names for many years before the Bartlett
marriage in 1814). As a lawyer he would know what
was happening in the Somerset courts  (and might
even have been involved in the Ball case). He could
take a chance on buying something that was
obviously going very cheaply. He could easily know
the geological Dr Croker of Bovey Tracey.
Moreover, his childhood years in Axminster might
have offered visits to nearby Lyme Regis, as well as
visits to Watchet from Chipstable. One can imagine
how, from such trips and from local newspapers, this
- presumably - complete non-geologist would have
'known' that Lias fossils were worth huge sums of
money. Bartlett is an excellent suspect, so much so
that we unhesitatingly identify him as the letter-
writer. 
Bartlett was also a suspect in other ways. In 1849,
now living in Epsom, he was prosecuted for the rape
of his wife's 15-year-old servant-companion in a case
which helped fill the newspapers for days (Anon.
1849a onwards to Anon. 1849b; Jackson 2013). He
undoubtedly committed adultery in the marital home
with her, and he then sent her to Liverpool on her
own on a spurious errand for some never admitted
reason, but which was probably to damage the girl's
reputation and credibility as a witness, or worse. The
magistrates took the view that he had gravely ill-used
the child, but arguably let him off on a technicality,
and when this was known three cheers were given
outside the pub close to his house. Bartlett was also
forced in court to pay a long-standing debt to an
Exeter tradesman, after trying to palm him off with a
possibly dud promissory note from another lawyer
(Anon. 1847); he fare-dodged on the railway, and
tried to get off by arguing that the company's ticket-
collecting practices were illegal (Anon. 1850); and
he evidently claimed, falsely (and improbably, given
his time as a law clerk), to be a graduate of Worcester
College in the University of Oxford (Anon. 1887, cf.
Foster 1888, vol. 1, p. 69, as kindly confirmed by
Emma Goodrum, Archivist of Worcester College,
pers. comm 2016). He was also bankrupt at least
twice, once at the time of the rape case and again in
1872 (Anon. 1849c, 1872). One wonders whether it
was a lack of financial judgement, a rush to leave the
West Country, or an outright lie, when Bartlett
claimed in court in 1847 to have sold his law practice
for less than a third of the price he had paid (Anon.
1847). But he ended his career in Lancashire, still
275
active as a solicitor in Liverpool through to at least
1883. He advised the Licensed Victuallers'
Association, enjoyed coursing, and bred greyhounds
(Anon. 1883, 1887). 
One can well imagine that this character would have
no compunction about buying Ball's collection for as
little as possible. Nevertheless, we do not know what
happened with the collection after that. It is also
unclear whether Bartlett made a clean sweep of the
original collection, as he perhaps implied. The
wording of the 1841 auction notice refers only to
'fossils and geological remains' (Anon. 1841e). This
failure to mention potential star items doubtless
reflects the lack of effort put into such sheriff's sales.
But it leaves the possibility that Ball had in fact sold
some material privately, such as the prize plesiosaur,
and again Williams would be a prime suspect. We
would welcome more information on Henry Ball and
his collection, and on Robert Henry William Bartlett
and the fate of the collection in his hands. 
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